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Abstract
WINSTON EDWARD JONES: A Collection of Interwoven Fantasy Short Stories
(Under the direction of Ronald Schroeder)

The stories presented in this thesis illustrate a common theme through the use of
both fantasy and realism. Specifically, these dichotomous styles are used to comment on
the nature of human desire. To represent desire, each story features an appearance and
interaction with the titular item, the dragon’s eye. This item often serves as both
representation and foil to the characters’ deepest desires. By interjecting this fantastic
jewel into realistic situations, these stories attempt to utilize fantasy as a vehicle through
which emotional tension is created and resolved. Also, the obvious juxtaposition of
genres creates situations in which the reader can clearly observe the effects that each
genre has on prose in order to determine the merit they have as literaiy devices.
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The Dragon’s Eye

Gregory watched the snow fall over the graveyard. Already a quiet place by
nature, the gentle blanket had a way of stifling its features even more. It dissolved the
gaudy monuments of nobles and aristocrats with whiteness, and wrapped the naked
branches of trees and shrubs with obscuring down. As Gregory looked on, he could even
see the snow collecting on Father Vellan’s shoulders as the old man hunched in front of
the gate, struggling with the frozen padlock.
“Damn this contraption!” the priest growled.
“Need some help. Father?”
“Leave me be, Gregory. I’ll not accept anymore of your sort of help than is
strictly necessary.”
“Sorry, I just didn’t want to see you sprain your viitue too much.”
He could almost see Vellan’s heckles rise. Gregory smirked, but took pity by
tilting his walking stick toward the gate. The large bauble affixed to its top sparkled, and
the padlock snapped open just as Vellan strained at the key. The priest shoved the gate
open with satisfaction and invited Gregory onto the grounds. Gregory followed him in.
They hurried past rows of headstones. Father Vellan’s key ring jingled as they
walked. The sound reminded Gregory of sleigh bells, and he wondered if the dead
enjoyed the gentle music. Deep in the graveyard, the sound did not travel very far,
muted, like everything else, by the snow. Coming on to another walkway, Gregor>'

slipped on an icy cobble and barely caught himself on the outstretched hand of a nearby
Virgin Mary.
My apologies for the rush,” the old priest said curtly. “Bishop Dominic wishes
this matter handled with all haste.
And the usual discretion, I suppose?” Gregory added as he straightened his
traveling cloak.
Of course.”
Father Vellan resumed his quick pace. As he went, he looked around only as
much as he needed to find his way. Otherwise, the old priest’s attention remained on the
path ahead. The snow may as well have been transparent.
Gregory pulled his cloak tighter around him. “Such a brisk breeze for such a cold
day, Father. It can not be good for one’s health.”
The priest checked his pace, falling back beside Gregory. “Forgive me, Gregory.
I’m just eager to have this matter taken care of”
“Has this one really caused so much trouble?”
“No, no, only spooked a few mourners,” Father Vellan said with a sweep of his
hand. ‘It sickens me, though, to imagine this hallowed ground defiled in such a manner.”
Gregory gripped the milky, blue stone atop his walking stick. He couldn’t help
but wonder how much his own presence disturbed the old priest. Years of working
alongside the clergy gave him a fairly clear idea. The nature of his services often rankled
the priesthood as much or more than the evils he cleansed for them. He could almost
imagine their outrage at having two blasphemies traipsing across sacred ground at the
same time.
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“This is the one/’ Vellan said, stopping at a large obelisk in the middle of a row.
Gregory gave it an appraising glance. Nothing unusual stood out. It was blank marker
that only wished its anonymous occupant to rest in peace.
Well?” Vellan grunted.
Well what?’
Vellan glowered around his knobby nose. “Are you not supposed to be doing
something?
Many pardons, Father, but in my line of work haste can be lethal. My work is
not as swiftly efficient as your performance at the gate.”
Vellan waved a hand as if to dismiss the event. “Can you get on with it? I don’t
want you seen here if possible.”
“I will take the time that is needed,” Gregory replied. “Even your exorcisms
require preparation, right. Father?”
Vellan’s lips tightened to a thin, white line. He exhaled sharply, steam billowing
from his nostrils in the cold. Gregory dismissed the priest’s anger and turned back to the
obelisk.
After a few moments of consideration, he tapped the stone at the end of his
walking stick to the frozen surface. The stone flashed dimly and something in its hazy
depths stiiTed momentarily. The obelisk responded as fire erupted in a sharp pattern on
its surface. Each line sank into the rock as the flames died out, leaving a circular mark
enclosing crisscrossing lines.
“Odd,” Gregory said once the mark had appeared.
“What is it?” Vellan asked nervously, eyeing the mark.
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“The star on this sign has seven points.” Gregory glanced over at Vellan, who
looked confused. “A fiendish presence normally evokes a pentagram. This mark
indicates that this gravestone is as untainted as the day it was sanctified.”
Vellan shuddered and rubbed his arms. “I shouldn’t have asked. Just hearing that
sort of talk pains my heart.”
“Then why would you even summon me?”
“Some sacrifices must be made to ensure the safety of our parishioners.
However, we only made those sacrifices under the assumption that your witchcraft was
reliable. 1 knew it was a mistake to try to expedite the methods prescribed by the word of

God.
Gregory looked at Vellan, who only glowered back, making a show of shivering
impatiently. He did know of a way, of course, but it always made him uncomfortable.
The scrutiny he had to endure would shake any man. As Vellan had said, though,
Gregoiy was proud that he possessed a power that could rid the world of its demons so
conveniently. He had to prove to the priest that magic was not an inlierent evil. He
would have to consult the stone directly.
“Fine,” Gregory nodded, grinding his teeth. “You will have the results for which
I was hired, but in the future I would appreciate a more thorough investigation before
chartering my services.”
He inhaled the shaip air slowly and stared at the milky, blue stone on his walking
stick. Raising it up, he pressed it against his forehead. The cloudy currents engulfed his
mind. As he stumbled through the toment, an image like a buttressed spire spun before
him, the silhouette of a creature far more terrible than the demon playing tricks in the
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graveyard. A rumbling whisper drifted jfrom it. As usual, the voice made him think that
a mountain would sound this way if it could speak. Of course, this voice did not impart
the peace of a slumbering mountain. Gregory knew that it cursed him, threatened him,
and wished for his death.
“I do not doubt that you will have it someday,” he thought, “but I will use your
power as best I can until then.”
Gregory forced his mind away from tlie image and tlie voice. His senses bent
outward with the stone’s haze, looking for other images and other voices. Normally, he
found this exercise taxing as he tried to sift through a myriad of visions and sounds. In
this place, though, the landscape was hushed and continued to swirl in its milky, blue
hue. Not even the radiant snow could disturb the tides of the stone.
Slowly, a blur of color worked its way into view. Gregory honed his mind s eye
to clarify the image. He needed a clue, anything that would lead him to the creature
lurking in the graveyard. A black fonn came into focus, and from its posture he could
tell that he was looking at himself as he stared into the bauble on his walking stick.
Good, the creature was close, but he needed to see more to find a direction. The image
was clarifying quickly. Whatever this beast was, its heart burned with a fierce desiie.
Gregory became uneasy. His outline sharpened further until he could see the
crease of his own jaw, the tufts of black hair protruding from under his hat, and the snow
resting on his shoulders and back.
Behind!
It happened too fast for Gregory to defend. Pain flared across his shoulders. He
lurched forward and, twisting, slammed his temple into the obelisk. Further blows to his
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head and torso finally forced him to the ground, sitting against the monument’s cold
surface. The beating stopped. He heard a few crunching steps and a clatter as a piece of
wood fell to the ground. Then he heard the scrape of his walking stick being lifted from
the walkway. Rage and fear filled him. The consequences would be severe if he let this
happen. He lifted his head enough to see Father Vellan straining to wrench the bauble
from the walking stick. Gregory tried to speak, but only had enough time to pity the old
fool before his vision darkened and his face fell into tlie snow.
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Losing at Marbles

The way Ben saw it, the first day ofsummer started as soon as the bell rang on the
last day of school. He packed his books early and watched the minutes tick down. Most
of his classmates did the same. A few still listened to their teacher’s last lesson, but Ben
could see that even they were getting fidgety.
When the bell finally rang, Ben joined the stampede in the halls that ultimately
carried him to freedom. He found Jake and Meg outside, and the three of them set off for
their neighborhood.
Man!” Jake groaned. “I can’t believe I survived another year!”
You’re pathetic Jake,” Meg said. “You don’t have anything worse than the rest
of us, and we’re not complaining.”
CL

Yeah? Well, you guys didn’t have math for your last class! Ben even had
English. I would have killed to have English for my last class!”
You would have just slept through it,” Meg said.
CL

I know,” Jake smiled, “it would have been great.”
“1 would have traded with you if I could,” Ben said. I like math classes.
“Don’t encourage him, Ben.”
CL

Anyway,” Jake said, “it’s all over now. 1 don’t want to hear a thing about school
until August.
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Ben and Meg agreed. All three ofthem turned onto the street that led to the
entrance of their neighborhood. They walked slower so that they could discuss their
plans for the months ahead. Jake told them about the trip to Florida that his family had
planned.
“My parents have been saving up for a while,” he said. “ItTl be three months of
fishing, swimming, Disney World, and whatever else we can think of.”
“Well, my family’s taking a trip to see the relatives we have all over the cotmtry,
Meg said. “1 don’t really know what we’ll do at each stop, but it should be fun.”
“What about you, Ben?” Jake turned to him. “Are you and your mom going
somewhere?
Ben looked at the sidewalk scrolling under his feet.
“Not really,” he said, “I mean, she hasn’t mentioned anything yet. But she said
that she was preparing some free time for us - hey!”
A scruffy looking man in a dark overcoat bumped into him. They both fell
backward and landed hard on the pavement. The man was having trouble catching his
breath and seemed thankful for the excuse to rest. The suit underneath his overcoat was
dirty and frayed, and sweat drenched its front and sides.
“Watch where you’re going, mister!” Jake shouted as he bent to help Ben.
The man looked at the kids, and his eyes widened. He threw himself forward and
grabbed Ben’s shirt. The sudden weight made Jake lose his hold on Ben’s arm, and Ben
sank back to his knees. He was face-to-face with the stranger.
“You!” the man said, short of breath. “Do you want something? Anything?”
“What? 1 don’t know,” Ben said.
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64

“He’s not taking anything from you,” Meg said.

He doesn’t even know you.

44

Yeah,” Jake said, and moved to the man’s side to pull at him. “Now, let go of
him.”
44

No, no, no, no, no,” tlie man protested, “really, anything at all, I want to give you
99

a present. See, look!
The man reached a hand into his overcoat. Jake shouted and jumped on the man.
punching him repeatedly in the face with his small hands. They fell sideways, freeing
Ben. In the commotion, a small pouch fell from the man’s overcoat.
44

Stop, Jake, before he hurts you!” Meg screamed. She was shaking.
44

He’s not even fighting back,” Jake said as he rolled off the man’s back.
“Is that what he was getting?” Ben asked, pointing at the pouch.
The stranger looked at Ben from beneath the protection of his own hands.
44

44

99

Yes, that’s it.
99

What is it?

99

The man paused. “Wliat does it look like?
Ben bent down and opened the pouch.
44

99

It’s a bag of marbles.
99

44

Yes, that’s right, of course! So you’ll take them, right?
99

44

Well, if you really want to give them away that badly, I don’t see why not.
“I don’t know Ben,” Meg said.
The man scrambled to his feet, looking behind him as he did so. He thanked Ben
again and congratulated him before pushing past the children and iunning off
“Was that such a great idea, Ben?” Jake asked.
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'No problem,'’ Ben replied. “I know just what I can do with these.

Jake and Meg were gone within a week as summer arrived in full force. The skies
were clear and warm, and the ground was awash with green. Neighbors cut their yards
and chatted over fences. The smells of barbeque wafting down the street made the
children’s mouths dribble. Soon, they would run inside from a long day of play to see if
their own dinners were ready. They would tell their parents about the things they’d seen
and done and then go to bed to dream about the next day. Ben dreamed, too, but rarely at
night and never about the day.
Since school had ended, Ben had found few occasions to leave his home. He
knew none of the other children, who looked younger than him anyway. The closest
companions he had now were the birds that occasionally chirped outside his window.
Ben spent most of his time in the same room of his house where he could play
without bothering his mother. He found plenty of things to do in his cubic space. A
television in the comer showed him hours of pictures more brilliant than anything he
could see through the single, shaded and curtained window. If these images bored him,
then he could imagine new ones. None of these diversions, however, could completely
distract him from the absence of his friends.
“Ben,” his mom said from the doorway,“what are you doing?”
He looked up at her from where he was sitting on the floor. The marbles that the
stranger had given him were scattered in a tight circle on the floor in front of him.
“1 was trying something out.”
“Well, 1 just needed to mention something,” she said. “Do you have a moment?
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He nodded, and she entered the room and sat on a little wooden stool they kept in
the comer. She sat facing him.
“It looks like I’m going to have a lot of work this weekend after all,” she said.
“But you promised.” Then a little more eagerly, he added, “It’s just a movie!”
“I know, dear, but I just got a huge project dumped on me. I’ll need as much time
as I can to keep from getting bogged down.”
“You promised,” Ben replied weakly.
“Ben, stop it. There’s nothing I can do right now.”
Ben looked at the floor. His eyes stung, but nothing came out.
“I’ll make it up to you,” she said. “Give me two weeks, and I’ll make sure that we
can spend an entire weekend together doing whatever we want.”
He made show of perking up.
Satisfied, his mother stood. Great. Be thinking about what we should do, ok?
Ben turned back to the marbles when she left. He had already decided what he
wanted to do and had busied himself with learning and practicing the game of marbles
since the day he had received them. Knowing that he would have a chance to play with
his mother made the game all that more enjoyable. Ben wiled away the days hunched
over the circle on the floor, which he had marked with an old shoe string. The rules were
simple enough: take turns flicking a marble into the group scattered inside the circle.
Whoever knocked the most marbles out of the circle won.
A steady rhythm pulsed through the room as Ben’s skill grew. Within the first
week after setting the play-date, he learned the best ways of holding the marble between
thumb and forefinger, the right amounts of force to put behind a shot, and even the best
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angles for knocking out multiple marbles at once. The game absorbed him. He grew
familiar with the thin ribbons of color streaked through each marble. One in particular,
which was cloudy and blue, he made his favorite, often distinguishing it by challenging
himself not to knock it out until last. By the early part of the second week, Ben started
imagining that the blue marble was his opponent.
As the weekend drew near, Ben could hear the clacking of marbles in his sleep.
He was delighted, though, to imagine passing his skills on to his mother and the fun they
would have together. Friday evening came none too soon, and Ben rushed to meet his
mother when he heard her pull into the driveway. She looked haggard as she stepped out
of the car. When she brought out two large briefcases from the trunk, she reminded Ben
of a pack-mule from one of the pictures on TV.
“Hey, Benny,” she said in uneven breaths,“how was your day?”
“Fine,” he said uncertainly. He took one of the cases, which made him waddle,
and they walked into the house silently.
“Oh, man,” she sighed when she put down the briefcase she earned.

Can you

believe 1 got these as I was walking out the door? And they’re due Monday, no less!
Ben didn’t say anything for a moment as he watched his mother bustle off, putting
things away and preparing to make dinner. He understood very well what the briefcases
meant for their plans.
“Wlien do you think we’ll get to play?” he asked.
His mother stopped and visibly collected herself. She had obviously expected the
question and proved that she had prepared for it too.
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"‘Don’t you see this?” she yelled, shaking a finger at the briefcases. “When do
you expect me to have time for that?
An idea came to Ben. AVe could just play one game! Then you could see how it
works for next time!
“Ben, no, this is too important. Don’t do this to me.”
Ben lowered his eyes, helpless and ashamed. He stayed until his mother went to
her bedroom.
“Just a little time,” he said softly to her bedroom door.
Quietly, he relumed to his room and closed the door. Heaviness pulled at him,
made him dizzy. He wanted to run and clutch at his motlier for balance, but feared
getting in her way. Instead, he sat and scattered the marbles inside the shoestring.
He played by reflex, taking turns with an absent partner, as he had all week. The
game only lasted a few minutes like he had predicted. When only one marble remained,
the score was dead even. Ben actually smiled upon realizing that his favorite blue marble
was last on the field, and it was his turn. He took careful aim and fired. The resounding
clack was satisfying. It told Ben that his shot was strong and tme.
The marble did not budge. Its hazy depths swirled defiantly and expanded into a
figure hunched on the opposite side of the circle. The form looked vaguely like his
mother.
Ben paused. He blinked twice to make sure he was seeing correctly. The figure
grabbed a marble that had already been knocked out and took a shot. The blue marble
rolled outside the circle, giving the final point to Ben’s opponent.
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His opponent gloated. She laughed and cheered and called Ben names. Her
triumphant cries echoed through Ben’s mind. The walls of the room trapped the sound
and ground it deep into his brain. Panicking, Ben turned for the door, but did not feel that
he would find help beyond it. He looked everyw^here for a way out, but only saw more
doorknobs to nowhere.
Finally, Ben slumped to the floor in tears with his marbles scattered around him.
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Bluebird Love Song

Emily held back her tears so that she could hear the bluebirds sing. They always
had the perfect song on hand to cheer her up. Today,they hopped along the fence as they
sang, their chirps quickening as they drew close. Wlien they moved apart, their song
faded and they fluttered from the fence to swoop overhead. The finale saw their return to
the fence and each other. As they pressed together once more, their song ended with a
series of trills, after which they puffed out tlieir feathers. Emily could not help but giggle
and applauded her perfoimers.
“You’ve outdone yourselves, guys,” she said. “Too bad you can’t teach everyone
to dance like that.
The tiny pair twitched tlieir heads at odd angles, getting a good look at Emily.
They watched her stand and wipe the tears from her eyes.
Do I look alright?” she asked them.
They bobbed up and down.
9^9

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes.
Emily turned toward the house and threw back her shoulders. She breathed deep,
blowing hard through her lips.
‘i lere it goes.
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She marched across the lawn onto the patio and then to the back door. The birds
saw her open it with great authority and sw^eep into the room beyond. Before the door
closed, they could hear shrieks inside like a hawk diving for the kill.
* * *
The birds first sang for Emily one day in early spring when she was a little girl.
School had been cancelled that day because of bad weather so all the students on the bus
were ecstatic. Paper gliders hovered over the seats while the children mingled in the
aisle, much to the driver’s dismay.
Emily spent much of the ride home watching tlie sky and counting lighting strikes
with her friends. The flashes thrilled them. They made a game out of the storm by
jumping each time they saw the sky flicker. It was while waiting for the next bolt that
Emily spotted her parents’ cars as the bus approached her house.
She said goodbye to her friends and moved to the front of the bus. Over her
shoulder, she heard one of the kids warning her not to let the tornado get her on the way
inside. Stepping off the bus, Emily almost felt as if her friend’s warning might be real.
The air felt full of energy, and the wind pushed her sideways all the way to the house.
The door was unlocked when she tried it so she went in quickly, pretending that the
tornado was running up behind her.
A new sound greeted Emily inside. Something was in her house that she did not
understand. A sound pressed on her harder than the wind had outside. She trembled as
she made her way into the living room. The sound was there, too, and it sounded angi'y.
She passed through the room into the hallway that led to her room. The sound chased her
all the way down the conidor, and when she closed her door the sound crept under it and
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melted tlirough the walls. Emily crawled under her covers, but the noise was under there
with her, yelling at her. She started to cry. She wanted to call for her parents, but did not
know if they could hear her over the clamor.
It was some time later when the sound faded. Emily crept from her room to look
for her parents. She found them at the dining table. Her father was reading the paper.
and her mother had turned her chair so that she could see the news on the TV in the next
room. From the door, Emily could tell tliat they were both upset. She felt cold, but was
uncertain why.
She crept away to escape into the backyard. The sky was still cloudy from the
stoiTn. Emily sat in one of the rocking chairs on the patio and tried to make sense of
everything that had happened since she got home. The sound that had scared her must
have frightened her parents, too. But what had made them so angry? Had she done
something wrong?
Emily was on the verge of tears when a new sound broke tlirough the din of
questions bouncing inside her head. She looked to the back fence where she had heard
the sound and saw two bluebirds perched on top of it. They watched her as they chirped
a song to each other. It was strange to see these tiny birds singing after such a violent
storm, but it put Emily at ease. She listened to them sing for a while, smiling and
clapping from the porch swing. When they had finished, they perched side-by-side on
the fence.
That was great, guys!” Emily said from the porch. “I hope you’ll stick around
for a while. I’d like to hear you sing again.
The back door opened, and Emily’s parents came out together.
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‘There you are, Em,"’ her mo±er said. “We thought you were in your room.
“Yeah, it took us a second to figure out whose voice we heard out here,” her
father joined in.
“Look,” Emily said and pointed. “We have lovebirds!”
Her parents looked at the birds on the fence, and then looked at each other a little
awkwardly before smiling. They told Emily that the birds had probably moved into the
birdhouse for the spring. When she asked if they would stay forever, her parents said that
birds like that would probably move on after a short time. Emily hoped they would stay
much longer.
Despite her parents’ warning, Emily grew up listening to the same two birds sing.
Over the years, the song grew slirill, but she enjoyed it nevertheless. She tried not to
notice. Their harmony meant a lot to her, and she feared that its absence would leave
room for the teiTible noise to return. She would not believe that the birds would leave her
without hope. Even so, the time came when the birds could no longer force themselves to
sing.
* * *
She returned to the house later that evening. Her father’s car was not in the
driveway. She wondered what might have kept him out so late. He would be back
eventually, of that she had little doubt. After all, the bluebirds had sung that morning.
Emily heard an unusual sound when she went inside. The rest of the house was
still and quiet but for that one sound in the den. She went there to see what it was and
found her mother crying on the sofa.
“Mom?”
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“Emily! I didn't hear you come in.”
“What’s wrong, Mom?”
“Well, Em,there’s something I.... You see, your father and I have... Emily?”
Emily had stood up from the sofa. A small panic set into her breast, but she
didn’t understand why it was there. She looked all around for a sign that what her mother
was trying to tell her was not true. It was impossible. How could they fail her?
She ran out of the room as her mother called after her. The backyard was as silent
as the house. Nothing moved around the tiny birdhouse on the fence. Emily hurried to it
and looked inside, expecting to see the birds nestled together, resting for anotlier day of
singing. She just needed to wake them up and like a conductor direct their harmony.
They would wheel and dive for her in their choreography of love.
But the nest was empty. They had abandoned her. Emily staggered backward
and stared blankly at the fence. Her mother came up behind her and held her. She rested
her chin on Emily’s shoulder.
“I’m son-y, Em,” she said. They left sometime this afternoon. I know how much
you liked to listen to them.
Emily didn’t say anything. Tears dripped down her cheeks, and her mother’s
arms felt like a foreign weight on her body.
“Oh, I have something for you,” her mother said a moment later. She reached
into a pocket.
“What’s that?” Emily asked hoarsely.
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“I came out when I noticed that the birds had gone to make sure they hadn’t left
any eggs behind. I found these in their nest. I thought maybe you had dropped them out
here, and the birds had picked tliem up.
Emily’s mother revealed a pair of earrings. Each one was a little more than a loop
of silver that spiraled around a bead that seemed to be half pearl and half sapphire. Emily
took them when her mother offered, but said they weren’t hers.
“Well, keep them anyway,” her mother said. “They can be a keepsake.”
Emily waited outside after her mother went back to the house. After some
thought, she placed an earring in each ear. The birds’ song drifted to her like the sound
of the ocean in a seashell. It would not change anything now.
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Priority Shift

Each of them had a reason to be angry. Sitting in a jalopy since the crack of dawn
and watching the mist of their breathing mingle between the seats only heightened the
mood. For the most part, the three passengers resented being there, especially during a
vacation. Richard, waiting in the passenger’s seat, imagined the snowballs he could be
throwing with his children. Behind him, Sam regarded eveiy speck of snow that fell past
his window as a reminder that he could be sipping cocktails in Hawaii. Nick was always
sour, and the driver, Linda, Nick’s sister, was upset because the others did not stop
whining.
“This powder’s great; the consistency’s perfect,” Richard grumbled.
“Shut up, Richard.”
“You know what I could be doing right now, Lindy?” Sam said.
“Not now, Sam.”
“I wonder if Molly’s teaching the kids to pack the snow like I showed her.
“Richard, if you don’t get your head in the game I’ll—“
“Leis and ‘ladas!” Sam chimed.
Wliat?”
“1 could be wearin’ leis and sipping pinacafreakinladas!”
Linda gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white and her palms
burned. She forced herself not to explode at them by focusing even harder on the
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apartment across the street, which was doubly framed by the windshield of the car and
the brick walls of the buildings to either side of the alley where they had parked. The
apartment was too drab to provide a suitable outlet for Linda’s anger, and Linda felt her
face twisting into a grimace.
A soft tap on her shoulder startled Linda. Her hands unlocked from the steering
wheel, and she gasped. Nick leaned so close to her ear tliat his mustache tickled her.
“Is the target confirmed?” he asked flatly.
“Good question, Nicky,” Sam added. I’d better not find out we wasted off-days
staking out the wrong place.”
“Get over yourself, Sam,” Linda said. “And Nick, I’ve told you a hundred times
to stop poking that mustache into my ear. Either shave it or speak up.”
Nick sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. His brown suit blended with
the leather seat so that he almost disappeared when he did. Linda could barely see him in
the rearview miiTor.
“He has a good point, Linda,” Richard broke in. Are we sure the target hasn’t
moved since it was reported?”
“Not exactly,” Linda said. Derek and James tracked the carrier here two weeks
ago. After that, they watched it day and night before we lost contact yesterday morning.
Up to that point, they did not report any of the usual behavioral anomalies associated with
a transition.
“And what makes you think the target didn’t skip out after it offed our boys?
Sam asked.
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“First, we don't know for sure if they truly are dead,” Linda said through gritted
teeth. “Second, if the three of you would focus, then you’d remember that we’re here to
determine the target’s status.”
“We could do that easier if we just went up and busted the door down,” Sam said.
Linda’s jaw dropped. She tv\isted in her seat to look back at Sam. He leveled his
gaze at hers and scowled.
“Have you lost your mind?” she said hissed.
“What’s the deal, Lindy? Investigating firsthand makes more sense than freezing
in this damn car.”
“Have you forgotten what this thing can do? If you go over there, you’ll be dead
before you even knock on the door.”
“Well, we don’t know that for sure,” Richard commented. “It’s like you said,
we’ve had agents go missing, like Derek and James, but we’ve never found evidence they
were murdered.”
“And I,” Sam interrupted, “don’t intend to wait around to find out. If we go in,
find our guys, and apprehend the target, then I can be on the next plane to Hawaii in no
time.
Linda couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Skilled agents such as Richard and
Sam should not act like spoiled toddlers. The mission was falling apart, and she needed
to salvage it before their best lead slipped away.
“Look here, you two,” she said. 1 still outrank both of you, and I order you to
stay in this car until I say otherwise!
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Richard cast his eyes down to the floorboard. Sam,on the other hand, sneered at
Linda through the reandew mirror. He did not intimidate her, yet she felt short of breath.
If they could not pull themselves together, then she would have to abort the mission or
else risk getting them all killed. She was considering this option when Nick tapped her
shoulder again.
“Sorry to bother you,” he whispered,“but the target is on the move.”
Everyone stiffened and looked toward the apartment across the street. As Nick
had said, something was indeed happening. The door leading onto the stoop had opened,
and a small figure stood in the threshold. The child paused to look back into the house
and receive a few last words from someone. Nodding, the boy stepped into the biting
cold, wrapped in an oversized, blue coat. He negotiated the snow covered steps with care
then turned down the street, smiling as he walked.
Something about him struck Linda as odd. To anyone walking down the street he
probably seemed ordinary, but a trained eye like Linda’s could not be fooled. Even from
across the street, the boy’s face showed that he had been crying. Linda had no way of
knowing why he had cried, nor did she care. She was most interested in why he could
look so happy now.
All three of her passengers had picked up on the child’s unusual expression, too.
They watched as silently and eagerly as Linda, stretching and contorting in whatever way
they could to get a better view of the boy as he strolled down the sti*eet. To their
curiosity, he only went as far as the comer of the building before turning into a side alley.
“1 couldn’t see it on him,” Richard said.
“Let’s go find out,” Sam said and reached for the door handle.
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Linda shushed them both and signaled to watch. They only waited a moment
before a blue light Uvinkled on the alley walls where the boy had gone.
“That's it!" Sam flung his door open.
Cold air and snow rushed into the car. Linda shouted at him to close it and get
back inside, but Sam was already swinging his legs outside.
“Come on, Lindy,” he said, “what’s being a little colder if we can finish
everything all at once. Hawaii, here I come!
Sam launched himself from the car, almost slipped, and hustled to the street.
Richard followed immediately against Linda’s protests, leaving her alone with Nick. He
leaned forward in his seat and whispered in her ear without bothering to tap her shoulder
first.
“Things are getting out of hand.”
“No shit!” Linda jumped from the car and, pulling her gun, humed after the
others. Nick followed.
The street was deserted. Snow lay thick on every car parked along the curbs. The
agents wove through them, finally mounting the opposite sidewalk. They skirted the
apartment they had watched all morning. Sam and Richard turned into the alley before
Linda could catch them. She stopped at the comer and listened. Aside from her own
nervous panting, not a sound reached her. The snow fell lightly and pricked her face with
cold flares.
She saw the blue light twinkle on the wall again, but heard nothing to suggest
that it had harmed her agents. But then, would it make a sound, or could it buiy them as
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quietly as the snow on the cars? She didn’t know. It was her duty to protect her agents,
but she also felt an urge to understand. She spun around the comer.
Something hit her in the face, and she dropped her gun. Frozen slush dripped
down her cheeks. A snowball? Linda wiped the rest of the projectile away so she could
see into the alley. As she had guessed, she found Richard squatted a few feet away,
scraping together another handful of powder to make a new weapon. A childish grin
beamed on his face, and a blue glow lit his eyes.
“Just like that,” he muttered happily. “Yeah, that’s it! Now pack it tight or it’ll
fall apart before it hits anybody.
He finished another snowball and heaved it without stopping to admire his
handiwork or even to aim. The ball splattered on the opposite wall, where Linda
discovered Sam reclining on a snow bank, the same light sparkling deep in his pupils.
She heard him chuckle.
“Leis and iadas at last,” he said. To Linda’s horror, Sam lifted a discarded oil
can to his mouth and took a long swig. He coughed and retched, but as soon as he had
finished, he snuggled back into his frosty beach-chair. He paid no attention to the pair of
legs jutting at angles from beneath his pile of snow, but Linda saw and realized what had
happened to Derek and James. They had fallen victim to the same trap as Sam and
Richard; lulled to their deaths by some kind of vision. No,Sam and Richard were not
dead yet. She needed to act fast before she fell under the same delusions her teammates
suffered.
She started toward Sam but stopped when a movement at the end of the alley
caught her eye. Another man lay on a doorstep along the back wall. He was not enjoying
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himself as much as Sam and Richard. His clothes hung in rags, letting in the biting cold.
The man had balled up for warmth, but it was doing him little good. Linda stepped closer
to him, leaving her agents to their own devices and asked how he got there. The man
lifted his face from between his knees. Tears trickled down his cheeks from eyes that did
not quite focus on what was in front of them.
1 don’t like it,” he whimpered. “It hurts too much.
“It’s okay now,” Linda said. “We can take you someplace warm.”
The man shook his head and rested it on his knees again, shivering harder than
before.
I really, really want to go back,” he sobbed. “Please tell it to change me back.
“What do you—“
A few shreds of clothing hanging from his body caught her attention. She
understood. This was more of the target’s handiwork. If it had done this to its carrier,
then it must be preparing to leave. She must not allow it.
“Where is the bead?” The man did not answer immediately, so Linda grabbed his
shoulders and shook him. “Tell me where! Wliere is it?”
He lifted his head again. His eyes focused better this time. Linda guessed that the
middle-aged kid just needed a good shake. He indicated the door behind him. She
stepped past him to inspect it.
The door was unimpressive. Whitewash paint flaked from it. Its hinges and knob
were msted and looked as if they hadn’t moved in years. Only the tiny peephole near the
top held any sort of allure. The urge to see inside, the drive to know the truth, pulled
Linda. She rested her hands on the chilled wood and moved her eye over the lens.
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whatever lay on the other side was distorted and shrouded in a milky, blue cloud.
Linda moved closer to get a better look. A warped shape emerged in what seemed to be
the far distance. She put her eye as close as possible, hoping to peer through the lens’s
light tricks. The shape she had seen cleared a bit. It looked like something alive, but
nothing she had ever seen before.
The creature shifted in the blue cloud. Daggers of pain stabbed into Linda’s eye.
She screamed and stumbled backward, falling over the shivering man. The snow
cushioned her fall, but she clasped her hand firmly over her right eye. It felt warm and
gooey to the touch. The thought of losing her eye made the pain worse, and she cried out
again.
Someone tapped her shoulder. Linda managed to open her left eye enough to see
Nick hunched over her. He was smiling.
“Looks like you fell for it, too,” he said louder than Linda had ever heard him
speak before.
“Nick, help me,” Linda cried.
SoiTy, can’t do that. You see, everyone here has fallen into its trap and gotten
their reward. I’m no different.
What the hell are you talking about?” Linda’s voice cracked.
The truth, Linda. That’s what you wanted, right? Just like Richard wanted his
snowballs and Sam wanted his vacation.” He motioned behind him to the two men
languishing in the alley.
Nick’s smile widened. Me? Well, you’ve always had more talent than me.
You’re the fearless leader.
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Tears crept from Linda’s good eye. The day had exhausted her, and listening to
her younger brother was expending the last of her energy.
Nick stood and walked over to the door, ignoring the miserable man on the
doorstep. He pulled a pocketknife from his coat. With it, he coaxed the glass of the
peephole out of its mount. The blue light emanated from the orb and twinkled off the
snow. Nick returned to his sister’s side.
“Looks like I found the target, Linda,” Nick laughed. “Now,let me show you and
it that my talents as a servant are greater than your talents as a leader.

A short time later, Nick left the alleyway alone. He returned to the car across the
street, got in and cranked it. He waited until the engine had warmed up to turn on the
heater. A smile stretched over his face.
“That feels much better.
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Best One

L(,

^9

Go ask her.

Michael didn’t respond. He focused on enjoying the late summer weather. The
day was perfect for picnic table lunches or for lazy strolls to class. Michael had chosen
the lunch and ate with his friend, Sam. Neither his bologna sandwich nor Sam could
snatch his attention away from the crowded table nearby. His eyes kept drifting to it and
snapping back. It was no wonder that Sam had looked over himself and seen Madison
sitting at the table witli some friends.
He felt Sam elbow him again, harder than before.
Come on, man. It can’t hurt nothing.
Michael tried to ignore him.
n

Take me... I got shot down plenty of times. Only been to the hospital for broken
99

bones. But those were unrelated. You know what I mean.

Michael smirked, despite himself, but said nothing.
LC

Right,” Sam said after a short pause,“guess I have to handle things myself” He
Started to get up from their table.
99

“Don’t do that, Sam. Michael looked Sam square in the face.
99

Well lookee there, he can talk!
99

“How am 1 supposed to ask her something like that?
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“You could start by walking over there,” Sam said as he sat back down. He took
a long slurp from his soda. “Usually works for me.
“Wliat am I supposed to say, though? I don’t really know anything about her.
4^

Coulda fooled me the way you’ve been eying her.

“Sam.”
44

Okay, okay” Sam said and pushed his drink to one side. “Seriously, if I were
you. I’d use what you’ve already got. You went to high school together, right?
“Yeah, but we never really...
“You’ve got classes together now,right?
“One, but...
“Then you’ll figure something out. And look at that, seems luck’s on your side.
too.”
At that moment, the other girls at the table started to leave. Madison pulled a
book from her bag and started reading. “Alone time on a silver platter. Doesn’t get
easier than that, man.
Michael took a deep breath. “Here I go, then.”
The walk over was worse than what he imagined approaching her might be like.
Every ineh of him tingled with embarrassed anticipation. Halfway there, he realized that
he had left his own drink with Sam. He had considered bringing it as an excuse to sit at
her table. Right now, he just wanted something to hold so that he’d have something to do
with his hands other than ball them in fists and make them sweatier. He reached the table
before he could convince himself to turn back. She looked over her book to see who was
blocking her light.
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“Hey. Madison/’ he said as calmly as he could.
She squinted into the sun for a moment. Even after her eyes adjusted, she paused
before replying.
Michael? Hi! Sony', I couldn’t see you clearly.
He apologized clumsily and sidestepped. “That better?
Much, thanks.
“Actually, I saw you over here and wondered if I could join you for a minute to
see how you’ve been doing the past couple of years. Mind if I sit?”
“No, not at all. You’re right; I don’t think I’ve seen you around this whole time.
Our schedules must be miles apart.
“Well, to tell the truth, I noticed that we both have the same geology section.”
Her smile slipped a little. “Oh, well, it’s hard to find people in those large classes.

huh?
Michael agreed quickly. The last thing he wanted was to make the chat sound
like an accusation for not noticing him. His recovery did not fair very well. Madison
glanced at her watch and made a face. Michael guessed that she was considering how
much she would be lying if she said that she needed to go to her next class.
He needed to cut his losses, fast. “Busy day? We can catch up some other time.
Maybe over dinner this weekend?”
Madison’s eyebrows shot up then fuiTowed. Dinner? I don’t know. I’ve been
so busy lately...
Michael watched her every expression witli anxious interest. As he did so, he
could not help but notice her eyes glaze over a bit in thought. At the same time, her hand
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slowly made its w'ay to her neck, which she started rubbing. There, he spotted a gold.
gossamer chain that disappeared beneath her T-shirt. It seemed for a moment as if she
w^ere stroking it with her thumb w^hile she considered. It all lasted for only a few
seconds, but w^hen her eyes refocused, she gave an uncertain smile.
“I think I can squeeze one dinner in with an old classmate,” she said.
Michael smiled more enthusiastically tlien she had. “Great! How about Saturday
at seven?”
Sounds good. She looked at her watch again. “I really do need to get going.
See you around.
Michael said his goodbye and headed back to his table, where Sam was busy
playing air-drums with the straws from both of their drinks. Without a word, Michael
retook his seat and put his head on the table.
That bad?” Sam asked. Look, man, these things happen.
Michael rolled his head back and forth. “No,she accepted.
Then what’s wrong?
I think 1 should have waited thirty minutes after eating.
While Sam made a grand show of falling off his bench laughing, Michael
replayed the whole encounter in his head. He thought of things he could have said, or not
said, and decided that he should make a list for the weekend. Still resting his head on the
table, resisted wondering just how much of a roundabout route Madison was taking to
reach her class.
* * *
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The evening started out well. Michael only missed one turn on the way to
Madison’s apartment and still managed to get there early, giving him time for some deep
breaths. Just getting dressed for the evening had made him more nervous than before.
He had discovered that his only suit no longer fit quite right. His pants were slightly
short and his shirt too long. He spent so much time trying to hide the mismatch that he
thought he had made himself late.
Michael knocked on Madison’s door a few minutes before seven. When she
answered, she greeted him with a warmer smile than he had received earlier in the week.
It lit up her features in a way that he had not seen before. Her hazel eyes twinkled within
a halo of smooth dark hair, which fell past her shoulders.
He observed that she wore the same necklace he had seen before. A single bead
hung from the chain and rested just at the cleft between her breasts.
Embarrassed, Michael snapped his eyes back to hers but she only smiled.
You look great, Madison.
“Not too shabby yourself, Michael. 1 don’t think I’ve ever seen you dressed up.
1 have a thing for comfortable clothes.
“1 understand completely!”
Michael’s fears about his suit went unmentioned all tlie way to the restaurant. His
relief was palpable, and he laughed at himself for worrying about something so trivial.
As his comfort grew, he found himself enjoying the evening more. He shared stories, and
was delighted when Madison told some in return.
Soon, however, her enthusiastic responses to his tales and questions devolved into
distracted replies. Once or twice, he noticed her staring blankly and rubbing her necklace
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as she had when he asked her out. By the time their food came, Michael found himself
reaching for any topic that might recapture her attention.
His eyes fell on the bead. He had not realized how beautiful it was, nor how
unusual. The stone was blue, like a sapphire, but some impurity made the hue pale, and
white blotches and streaks swirled through it. Even though not a perfect sapphire, the
bead was attractive and added to Madison’s own graceful features.
“What kind of stone is that?” he asked after a few minutes of thought.
Madison snapped out of one of her reveries. When she answered, her hand still
hovered near her neck. “Huh? This? Come on, all that geology and you can’t figure it
out?
Ice shot through him. He looked at the table, crestfallen, and upset with himself
for making such a stupid mistake. Madison saw his reaction and scrambled to comfort
him.
“No, I was messing with you. I don’t really know, either. My grandmother gave
it to me. She never said what it was, but she used to tell me that it helped her find my
grandfather.
Michael perked up a little to know that he had misunderstood. “How did it do
that? Sounds like the makings of a good stoi*y.”
Madison shook her head. “Not really. She never explained.”
“Oh.

Michael had to admit that he was disappointed. He was curious to know

more, but mostly he had lost the only string of conversation he could find.
“Michael,” Madison said as she placed her napkin on the table, “I want to thank
you for a vei-y nice evening, but 1 think I should be going.
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His eyes went wide.

What? Are you sure? You haven’t even finished your

dinner.*’
“I'm not that hungry.”
“Well, let me get the check, and I’ll drive you home.”
Madison shook her head. “No, you finish eating. I’m going to call someone to
come get me.
“It wouldn’t be a problem. Just let me get the waiter.” Michael was panicking
now. He had done something wrong. That was the only explanation for her to want to
get far away from him as soon as possible.
“It’s okay, really,” she said, seeing how unnerved he was. Michael, inviting me
out was sweet, but I don’t want you to get the wrong impression, and, well...”
Her face soured. Madison looked like she had swallowed something very
distasteful.

Damn it, this isn’t what I wanted,” she mumbled under her breath.

“What did you want?” Michael asked, exasperated. “What was I supposed to do
differently?
“Huh?” Madison snapped her head up. ‘No, no, you were a perfect gentleman.
Look, you know we weren’t very close in school. Worlds apart would be a good
description, right?”
“That’s why you don’t want to give me a chance for one evening?” Michael was
growing angry now along with being confused. “Would that be so bad?”
Madison’s eyes glazed again, but she quickly clenched them shut and put a hand
over her forehead. “Stop it! You’re wrong! It’s just not right!” she said, frightened, and
ripped the chain from her neck.
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“\\*hat are you talking about?” Michael said, with confusion.
She looked at him, embarrassed and terrified. “I have to go, please.” Her voice
was a whisper, like a child pleading with its parent. The attitude change shocked Michael
more than if she had screamed at him. He stiffened and fell back in his chair, unwilling
to cause more pain even by saying goodbye as she rushed out between the tables.
Michael spent the rest of his lonely meal trying to understand what had happened.
When the check came, he still felt confused and wondered if Sam would have some
answers for him. He was already figuring out when they could talk things over, when
Michael saw Madison’s necklace on the table. He picked it up and thought of Madison
caressing the gossamer chain. Rubbing the necklace himself, he felt his mind drift off.
Where it went exactly he could not tell, but heard something speaking.
“You really were the best one,” it said. “Can’t have everything, right?”
Michael did not respond to the voice. Instead, he forced his mind back to its
proper place. He finished paying the bill and went to his car, leaving the necklace as a
tip. The voice’s laughter haunted him all the way home.
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The Last Magician

In a dream, Ti watched and listened as numerous faces twisted in some unknown
agony. Each face was familiar, and its suffering vivid. They called for him as they
paraded through his mind, and the worst part of the nightmare was that he could not
reply.
Even as the faces circled around him, the dream would shift. Fire lapped at the
sky as houses crumbled and asphalt cracked. The ashes of trees thickened the air, and in
the middle of it all he could see himself, younger, trembling naked in a crater. He would
cry for help, but none would come. Only the gaggle offaces was there for him. It
smothered him until he could neither hear nor see anything but pain.

When Ti woke, he could still hear screaming. He stared at the ceiling for a
moment, confused. His heart fluttered and his muscles pounded, but these were mostly
aftershocks from the dream. A banging on the door made him jump, but he finally
managed to sort out whether or not he was awake. His father opened the door. Even
through bleary eyes, Ti could tell that he was upset.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he shouted.
“Nothing,” Ti said, shaking his head more to clear it than to respond to his father.
1 just woke up.
“Then how do you explain this?
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His father threw out his arm to indicate the rest of the room. Piles of clothes
littered the floor. A few pieces hung from his lamp and other bits of furniture. It was
nothing unusual, but Ti realized that some ofthe clothes were not his. In fact, some
pieces of the furniture that they hung from were not his either.
“Dad, I....” His fatlier raised a hand to stop him.
“I don’t want any excuses. The whole house is a mess. I was barely able to find a
complete suit that hadn’t been stained by something. And as it is, I’m still going to be
late for work.
I’m really sorry. Dad.
His father’s expression softened.
“1 understand that it was an accident, but you’re not getting off the hook. You’re
going to clean everything up after school. I’ll expect this place to be spotless when I get

back.
His father closed the door behind him, leaving Ti alone to think over his mess and
the dream that had caused it. He was still preoccupied with his own thoughts when he
swung his legs out of bed. This caused him to catch his foot in a coil of stray hose so that
he fell out of bed onto a plate of spaghetti, which, despite the rest of the debris, had
managed to stay right where he had left it last night.
Through globs of tomato sauce, Ti could see sunlight slanting tlirough his blinds.
He dug his clock out from under a pile of clothes and sighed when he saw how late it
was. Across the cluttered room, the TV displayed a blue screen, indicating that the movie
he had been watching when he fell asleep had reached the end of its track. The tape stuck
out of the VCR, but Ti figured it could wait until he had taken care of the spaghetti. He
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passed a hand an inch in front of his face and slung it down toward the plate. The sauce
and noodles followed the hand as if it had actually wiped them off, then flew down and
splattered back onto the plate. Ti looked back at the tape in the VCR and grumbled.
Instead of walking over to take care of it, he pulled a shirt out of the same pile from
which he had pulled the clock and left the room.
Kimmy, Ti’s little sister, waited outside Ti’s room. As soon as Ti came out,
Kimmy smirked and let Ti know that he had once again forgotten to put his boxers on by
shrieking at the top of her lungs.
“Come on, Kimmy,” Ti said, not even bothering to cover himself “I was naked
when we met, remember?”
“I know,” Kimmy said pertly,“but Mom and Dad said you’re not s’possed to let
me see.” Kimmy took a deep breath and started shrieking again. Ti took off for the
bathroom at the other end of the hall.
“You happy now?” he shouted as he leaned around the bathroom door. Kimmy
kept screaming. Ti clenched his fingers into a claw shape. “Do you want me to Quiet
you again?” Kimmy didn’t stop, but her open mouth bent into a smile. Ti gritted his
teeth and snapped the tips of his fingers together. The hallway fell silent immediately.
Kimmy grabbed her throat in a brief second of surprise, but quickly smiled again and
hurried downstairs. Ti sighed and stepped into the bathroom to pull on a pair of boxers,
which he found in the sink next to a camera and some of Kimmy’s stuffed animals.
After he had completely dressed himself, Ti dragged himself into the kitchen and
sat at the table next to Kimmy, who was still smiling smugly. Their mother stood at the
counter, filling bowls with cereal and milk. She said nothing when she brought her
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children's bowls to the table. While she was getting her O'wti from the coxmter, Ti
glanced at Kimmy and made a gesture.
You know you're gonna get it," Kimmy said as soon as she could.
“Quit antagonizing your brother, Kimmy,” their mother said from the counter. Ti
stuck his tongue out at his sister. “And, Ti, you know what your father and I have told
you about putting hexes on your little sister.
“But, Mom,they’re not hexes," replied Ti. “They’re just, well, you see
they're...

Ti trailed off. Even he did not fully understand the things that he could do.

His family could not explain why Ti had these abilities or what he was supposed to do
w ith them. If anything, they seemed afraid of them. He often wished that he never had
them at all. As he thought about them, his breakfast became much less appetizing.
His mother noticed him staring into his cereal when she came to the table. “What
is it, Ti?
“1 had another bad dream last night,” he said softly; “the same one.
His mother fun*owed her brow, but waited for him to finish. He knew that she
was expecting what he was about to say. Unfortunately, he also knew how she would
respond.
“I want to help the people 1 keep seeing in the dream. Maybe that’s what my
magic is for?
Ti, 1 know you mean well when you use it, but....
“He keeps making my voice go away!" Kimmy blurted.
“Kimmy!” their mother snapped. “But it would be best, Ti, if you wouldn’t use
your ‘magic’ anymore.”
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“Not even around the house?” Ti pleaded.
I’m sorry. Dear, but no. That includes cleaning up tonight.
What? That’s not fair!
Kimmy doubled over the table laughing and kicked her legs as hard as she could.
“Shut up, Kimmy!” Ti lifted his hand without thinking.
Ti, leave her alone!” his mother shouted.
“But she’s
“Ti’s in trouble! Ti’s in trouble!” Kimmy sang.
Kimmy!” their mother snapped.
Kimmy stopped singing, but Ti saw her grin and could just hear her humming
through a mouthful of cereal.
“Your father and I have already discussed it, Ti,” his mother continued. “These
outbursts,” she waved at the mess in the kitchen that flowed into the rest of the house,
are getting out of hand. We’re worried that if you keep using your ‘magic,’ then you
might end up losing control like before. That’s why we want you to stop using it, even in
the house.
Ti winced. He thought of the image in his dream that had him lying in a crater.
His parents no doubt had the same scene in mind when they had their discussion. It was
the possibility that they all feared.
A gloom fell over the kitchen. Nobody spoke or even risked a glance at each
other. Even Kimmy refused to make a comment, feeling contented to stir her cereal. The
silence broke when Ti pushed his chair away from the table.
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“Fm going to be late for school if I don’t hurry,” he said, and left before either his
mother or his sister could reply.
A storm had come through early that morning. Puddles filled every pothole, and
water dripped from fire escapes and rushed out of gutters. Clouds hung dark and low
overhead, threatening to release anotlier torrent onto the city. Ti splashed through several
puddles without notice. On the street, he bumped into people and tripped over uneven
pieces of sidewalk. He did not hear people as they complained. All his attention was
directed at home and his parents’ decree concerning his abilities. He did not hear the
bustle of the city around him.
The first sound that Ti heard after leaving his home reached him only a few
blocks from school. Uncertain if he had heard correctly, he stopped to listen for it. He
heard the sound again almost immediately. It came from an alley just around the comer
and sounded like a girl calling for help. Ti had never fancied himself as much of a hero,
but something about this voice made him decide that he should check things out.
Besides, no one else seemed to have noticed the call.
Not far into the alley, Ti heard footsteps approaching. Running footsteps. He
thought about finding a place to hide, but realized it was too late when the girl he had
heard darted around the turn a few feet ahead of him. In fact, she rounded the comer so
fast that Ti was unable to jump aside before she ran into him, knocking him to the ground
and falling on top of him.
‘i ley, watch...” the girl put her hand over Ti’s mouth before he could say any
more.
“Please,” she said, “can you help me?”
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The girl’s hazel eyes stunned him in a familiar way. Her long, brown hair
tumbled off one side of her head and rested on Ti’s shoulder. The rest of her pressed
down on top of him. His cheeks reddened, but he also knew that she had trapped him.
He nodded to answer her question, and she removed her hand from his mouth.
Can you tell me what’s going on, first?” he whispered.
“They want to kill me,” she said.
“Who does? Why?
“Over here!” came a shout from the comer a few feet away. The girl rolled off of
Ti into a squatting position facing the brown-suited man who had just rounded the bend.
The man leveled a large, silver pistol at the girl. “Stay right there, Jenna. It’s about time
you went home.
The girl shook her head and inched backwards and a little toward Ti. Still lying
on his back, Ti noticed that the girl was only a little older than him. She wore jeans and
an oversized T-shirt, but was barefoot except for an anklet on her left leg. The soles of
her feet bled a little from running. These guys must have chased her for a while. He had
no idea why they were after her, but hunting a girl almost as young as he was didn’t sit
well with him.
Ti made a small gesture, causing a puddle to leap into the man’s face. The man
jumped back and fired a round into the wall. The girl gasped as Ti scrambled up and
grabbed her ami, pulling her back the way he had come.
“Let’s go!” he shouted. She sprang to her feet and followed him out of the alley.
They could already hear more footsteps behind them.
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They ran down the street a short way before Ti led the girl into a small grocery
store to lose their pursuers. He guided her to the back of the store away from the cashier.
They ducked down in front of the frozen goods. He was about to square off and ask her
what was going on, but she turned to him before he had the chance.
“How can you do that?” she asked.
“What? The thing with the puddle? I don’t really know, but...
Does anyone else know you can do it?
“My family, but they don’t really understand it.
“Your family?” She sounded uncertain.
Ti nodded. “Yeah, they found me when I was younger.
The girl smiled and inched closer to him. She w'ound her arms around him, and
Ti could feci himself blushing again.
She whispered in his ear. “1 love you.
The door to the shop swung open, and the pair heard a trio of footsteps rustling
over the tiled floor. The man dressed in brown rushed into tlie aisle where they were
crouched and instructed them to halt. The girl responded before Ti could: by throwing
her arms fomard, she sent a wave of cans and produce hurtling at the man. When she did
so, a bluish teardrop on her anklet flashed. Ti looked at her with awe.
“We have to get out of here,” she said, already starting for the front of the shop.
Ti scrambled to catch up. They ran past the man whom she had pummeled with food.
I le was already shouting to his partners for backup, but Ti stopped his ciy with the same
finger motion he had used on Kimmy. Outside, the girl turned back and waved a hand
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across the door, causing the teardrop to tt^^inkle again. When the other two men got to
the door, it would not open, and they smashed into it and fell on top of each other.
“You can do magic?’' Ti asked Jenna as they entered a business district. Here,
under the tallest buildings in the city, trees lined brick walkways. Bulky statues and
cement emblems rested among the trunks. The pair stopped beside one of these
monoliths to catch their breath.
Yeah, it’s my family’s curse.
“Your whole family can do it?”
She nodded and pointed at the anklet. “Usually, we can only do it while wearing
this stupid thing.
The silver chain glittered altliough the clouds still hid the sun.
“It is pretty,” Ti suggested.
The girl sighed. “All 1 see is an ugly shackle.” She looked him in the eye.
“Don’t let it fool you.”
Ti felt uneasy and decided to change the subject. “You said that your family
usually needs that for magic. What did you mean by ‘usually’?”
She smiled like she had when she first hugged him.
“Sometimes,” she said, looking sidelong at him,“a bit of its power sticks with us
and gets passed on.
Wait, are you saying that...
“Mm hmm. Tve been looking for my little brother for a long time.
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Ti stumbled back a step, a little sickened but overall elated. He had to try a
couple of times before he could speak clearly. The girl, who introduced herself as Jenna,
waited for him to compose himself, smiling and laughing each time he failed.
“This is amazing!*’ Ti finally shouted. “All the trouble I’ve been having with
these powers... I’m so glad that I found someone like me!
Jenna’s forced her smile away and grabbed Ti’s arm gently. “Listen, Ti, I need
you to do something." She kneeled, pulling him down with her, and then started
unclasping the anklet. Somehow, it came off with little effort. Jenna cupped it between
her hands like a trapped bug and looked up at Ti.
“Please, destroy this for me.
She opened her hands, but Ti did not see the silver chain or the teardrop jewel.
The thing he saw was much larger, big enough to require both her hands to hold it. It was
an eye the size of a human head. A creamy blue film obscured it, but Ti felt as if it were
watching him. He even imagined that it would blink at any moment, though it had no
eyelids. Ti clapped his hand over his mouth to keep himself from vomiting.
“You can see what it really is, can’t you?” Jenna pressed. Then you want to
help, right?
She offered the sickly eye to Ti. He placed his hands around the slimy orb,
feeling another wave of nausea. Jenna grasped Ti’s shoulders to steady him.
“Thank you,” she said.
A pistol shot cracked through the air. Jemia lurched, but stayed on her knees.
She smiled and leaned forward to kiss Ti on the cheek. The kiss was soft, but Ti felt it
deep inside. He felt it tingle on his cheek before it drifted to his jaw then his neck. Wlien
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Jenna's head fell on his shoulder, he leaned into her so that she could not fall any further.
He rested his own head on her shoulder and cried.
Ti did not look up until he felt a tap on his shoulder. He noticed the pistol in his
face before he saw the man holding it. The man’s suit had stains from being splattered
with food. For a moment, Ti stared at him without understanding. When the man tapped
the comer of his mouth, Ti reflexively made the gesture tliat would let the man speak
again.
“Why did she have to die?” Ti asked hoarsely.
44

Jenna was a threat, as are you and the rest of your family.
“A threat?” Ti croaked.
“You’re a threat to my master. He’s had a lot of fun watching all of you destroy
yourselves with his power,” the man grinned, which caused his mustache to fan out to
one side, “but now you need to die so that his immortality will be assured.
Ti remembered the people in his dreams and the horrible things that happened to
them. They had meant something to him. He could see now, Jenna’s face amongst the
agonized faces of all the others. He knew how he could free that one face from its
tonnent. It was his greatest desire.

When Ti woke, he found himself in a crater, naked, and wondered if he was
having his dream again. Around him, trees burned and the ground was cracked. A little
way of f, however, he could see the body of the man who had shot Jenna. The body was
charred and mangled. He could not find Jenna’s body anywhere.
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Ti tried sining up, but stopped. He could hear breathing that sounded heavy,
guttural. It came from the street where Ti found a dragon staring at him, its wings
scraping the buildings on both sides. The monster only had one eye, but its golden glare
cut through Ti. Somehow,though, it seemed pleased with him. Ti thought he saw it nod
before it vanished in a puff of fire.
Moment's later Ti was surprised to hear his adopted father calling from the top of
the crater.
“Ti! Are you alright?”
'l l replied that everything was fine.
“Come on, then,” he said as if this sort of thing happened everyday. 'Let’s get
you out of there."
Once out of the hole, his father wrapped him in a blazer.
You know, you really ought to stop making me find you like this,” his father
said.
T'l smiled, looking much like Jenna. Don’t worry, it’ll never happen again.
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Legend of the First Magician

People approached the hall from every direction. They poured into it in silence,
anxious to commence the Mayor’s emergency meeting. Every now and then, one of them
would glance upward at the twilit slcy where the transitioning light shimmered off the
golden shroud enveloping the town. From his shaded perch across the street, the Augur
could see concern grow on each upturned face. He smirked under his hood and appraised
the shroud in the sky himself.
Ifonly they understood, he thought. The idea made him chuckle. Ofcourse, that
would ruin everything.
He kneeled so that he could cast a fist full of dried bones against a wall. The
image he saw in them pleased him. He gathered the bones and stored them in the folds of
his cloak. Almost skipping like a giddy child, he mshed across the street and into the hall
just before the doors closed to signal the start of tlie meeting. As he entered, he could
already hear the townsfolk bickering. Their complaints made him chuckle again.
***
The Augur listened from the back of the meeting hall as the townsfolk argued
near the front. He yawned wide. The moon had traveled a long way since the meeting
had begun at sunset. In all that time, the Augur had heard the same rhetoric juggle back
and forth between the people at least a dozen times. Fear made them indecisive. The
candles around the hall burned low, mellowing the tension. The Augur yawned again.
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“Stop it. all of you/’ the Augur heard from the front. The command came from a
tall man wearing a green tunic under an otter skin vest. His name was Markus, a hard¬
working fanner who owned a sizable tract of land outside the town borders. Although
technically an outsider, Markus bore a lot of respect with the townsfolk, whom he often
assisted with odd maintenance jobs. Also, he had a reputation as being the mountain
god’s favorite pupil. He spent a lot of time with it, listening to its vast wisdom.
Whenever he spoke, the rest listened. The Augur grinned.
“I think we need some order in this hall,” Markus continued once he had
everyone’s attention. “We’ll start with the mayor. I don’t want to hear a peep until he’s
done.”
“Thank you, Markus,” tlie Mayor said. “I’m glad you were able to make it
tonight.”
“Seemed too important to miss,” Markus replied.
“Vei-y tme,” the Mayor said, scanning those convened in the hall. “My friends,
our town has come to a crossroads. Until now, we have remained safe from the wars and
famines that plague this land. Our community has prospered, and our understanding of
the world knows no equal.
The Augur stifled a cough.
“Yet our peace is threatened, friends. It is in danger of complete collapse. And
the threat to our peaceful life is nothing more than a lowly beast.”
Some members of the audience shifted uncomfortably. They whispered to each
other, and the Augur wondered how many of them bought the Mayor’s speech. The
Mayor raised his hands for attention.
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“My friends, please," he said, "‘I know many of you have concerns about what I’m
suggesting, but the truth of the matter is clear.
An older woman in stood up near the Augur. He noted her expensive dress and
the pair of emeralds that hung from each ear.
“Excuse me, Mavor," she said. 'Are you telling us that the mountain god is
angry?"
“Not just angry. I’m afraid. For some reason unintelligible to the rational mind.
that monster in the mountains has decided to desert us, and deny the succor our lands
need to thrive. Already, it draws the curtain that blesses our land and protects our town.
The old woman gasped and sat back down where a younger woman, her daughter.
patted her hand for comfort. A man wearing cotton robes rose near the front to take the
floor.
Did it say why?" he asked.
“It seems the creature has grown jealous of its own gifts," the mayor responded.
“All it would say is that it no longer wished to share its power with us.
9 >>

“To hell with its ‘wishes,

the man replied. “Wliat about my business? My

family’s got to eat.
cc

That’s right," another man said,jumping to his feet. “What sort of living does it
expect us to scratch out without his power?
The crowd mumiured, and the augur could hear the discontent in its tone. The
Mayor calmed them enough so he could speak again.
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■‘Friends, I understand your anger. Believe me; I was equally riled when I heard
this declaration. But for now. we must plan our next step to ensure the survival of our
town."
Someone asked the Mayor’s suggestion. The Augur thought he spotted a small
grin on the Mayor's face.
“Unfortunately, there's only one path I can see before us. We must go to the
mountain together and demand what has been unjustly denied. A path must be paved for
our future, even if it is paved with the bones of our past.”
Hvcryonc in the crowd cheered except for the Augur and Markus. The mayor
noted Markus's silence with some discomfort. If Markus had some reason for secondguessing him, then he would have a lot of trouble keeping the support of the people.
“You seem pensive, Markus,” he said.
Markus lifted his head when he heard his name.
“Come again?”
“Is something bothering you?
“Not much. Mayor,” Markus said, but frowned. “I was just thinking about the
mountain god. He used to teach me when 1 was little, you know. Taught me everytliing I
know about the land. Even suggested that I move to the spit of land I first claimed as my
own. 1 owe him a lot.”
The mayor did his best not to snap at Markus to get to the point. The Augur saw,
however, that the Mayor was leaning steadily closer to Markus as he spoke. In fact,
everyone in the room leaned in a bit, anxious for Markus’s decision.
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‘i remember \\ e once walked the edge of the curtain,” Markus continued, ignorant
of the crowd's tension. "He asked if I thought his power was a good thing.
The Augur perked his ears. The other townsfolk only grew more impatient.
“And v\ hat was your response?” the Mayor goaded through his teeth.
“Well,” Markus said, “it confused me greatly, and I told him so. When he asked
why I was confused, 1 told him that the answer seemed too obvious to really require him
asking in the first place. ‘Of course it’s good,’ I said, ‘it helps so many of us, makes our
lives comfortable.
“What did it say to that?” the Mayor asked, and the Augur could hear his interest.
Markus looked at the Mayor. “He said that ease and comfort are terrible
teachers.
The Mayor turned and raised his hands to the townsfolk. “You see, friends? This
devil of a god would have you suffer to satisfy his whims! We can no longer trust it to
control the power that we rely upon so much!
The crowd roared its approval. Many stood and beat the air with their fists.
shouting until their faces turned red. After a few moments, the Mayor managed to quiet
them enough to let himself be heard. He faced Markus again.
“Markus, we all know how close you are with the mountain god, but surely you
can see what sort of lives we will lead if his power leaves us?
Markus crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. He sat this way long
enough to make the Mayor sweat.
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“I guess it can't be helped/’ he finally sighed, as if deciding that his favorite horse
was too sick to sa\ e. “It pains me to hear that my old friend has turned so foul, but we
must do what needs doing. WTiat's tlie plan Mayor?”
Ev er>'one turned back to the Mayor, who could not help but take a deep breath.
As he launched into his explanation of the plan to attack the mountain god, he did not see
the Augur slip out the door.
Outside, the night was quiet. Most of the townsfolk were at the gathering or
already asleep after a hard day’s toil. Tightly wrapped in his traveling gear, the Augur
whisked past homes and shops, making little noise until he reached the edge of town and
the fool of the god's mountain.
Even though the people called it a mountain, the god’s lair was simply a large hill
with a domed top. On one side, a footpath wound up from the village. As it climbed the
hill, it gradually sank into the earth. By the time it reached the top of the hill, the path
was little more than a narrow fold in the earth. The mountain god’s lair was a basin
sunken into the crown of the hill. Solid earth arched over the basin, providing a ceiling
with only a narrow slit open to tlie sky. The Augur entered without ceremony and called
out.
Greetings, O Mountain God!
A great mass stirred in the bottom of the pit. It was too dark to see, even with the
naiTow slit of moonlight drifting from the ceiling. That Augur, however, knew what rose
to see him. The creature was neither god nor demon as the townsfolk had described it,
but a dragon as old as the earth. Large as it was, the beast was wise and gentle. Standing

- 5.5 -

alone in the dark with it. ho\ve\er. the Augur could not shake a slight sense of unease.
He could not tell exactly where it was until it turned its eyes upon him.
The eyes shone \\ ith the dragon’s power. One sparkled gold while the other
emitted a soft, milky blue light. Together, the eyes illuminated enough ofthe dragon’s
face for the Augur to understand its greatness.
“Oh, it’s you." the dragon said with a voice that sounded like a rockslide. “I told
you not to patronize me with that title."
“Sorry, holiness, but I feel we all need our laughs in these trying times.”
“I'm in no mood for your antics, fortune teller. Eitlier conduct your business or
leave me in peace."
“C'omc now! Is that any way to treat an old friend?”
The dragon squinted its blue eye.
“1 have not seen friendship for a long while now. Not in you, not in the Mayor,
not in the townsfolk; none of you remembers friendship. Even my brightest student has
turned from me.
“Markus did make a pretty speech for your memory at the gathering,” the Augur
chimed.
“As you say, it was a eulogy for a friend he considers dead.”
“That should comfort you! Can’t really kill a friend who’s dead.”
The dragon glared at the Augur.
“I should kill you where you stand, but we both know how this encounter will
end, do we not?"

-56-

The Augur remembered the image he saw in the bones he tossed before tlie to\^m
meeting. The dragon moved closer, washing the Auger in its warm breath. Its eyes were
blinding and terrifying.
“No,I have greater plans for you, more lessons yet to teach.” the dragon crooned.
“You’re plans haven’t worked so well up to this point,” the Augur said. “Have
they?”
“This will work,” the dragon replied. “My blind eye sees deeper than even you
know. I know what you will try to do with its power, and you will find yourself thwarted
at every turn.
“What? By you?” the Augur said, tiying to sound confident, but feeling a bit
uncertain. “You’ll be dead, and it’ll be up to us to control the power.”
The dragon yawned, showing its powerful fangs. “And that, my friend,” the
dragon said as it sank back to the bottom of the basin, “is exactly why my plan will not
fail. But for now, I believe 1 shall rest. Wliat I have seen today has wearied me.”
The Augur considered the dragon’s words for a moment. Shortly, he drew a
sword from beneath his cloak and moved down into the pit with the beast. There was no
point delaying the moment they had both been expecting.
When morning came and daylight leaked in through the slit in the rock, the
townspeople arrived with swords and shields and any other form of weapon they thought
would better their chances of destroying their mountain god. When they looked into the
pit, however, they only found a ruined corpse, on top of which sat the Augur.
Sony,fellows, but the party’s over,” he said.
What about his power?” the Mayor asked.
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The Augur only shook his head.
“The spiteful beast dispersed it before I could finish him. If you pick through
him, though, I think you might find some bits that could bring your crops and families
enough good luck to last five lifetimes.”
The people had never heard of such power, but decided that it would be better
than nothing. They picked the bones clean and then took the bones as well. All the
while, the Augur watched nearby. He read his future in the massive fossils, finding the
practice much easier than it had been the night before. Unfortunately, the images he saw
were not comforting and filled him with unease. By the time the townsfolk had carted
away every last claw, the Augur found himself hoping that one of them would discover
the dragon’s eyes missing and notice the milky blue stone atop his new walking stick.
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